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GABON: KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS 


(Money values in millions of dollars except where noted) 


1978 1979 


GDP at Current Prices (1) 2153.8 2532; 3192.4 
Petroleum's Contribution to GDP (%) (1) 38 44 50 
GDP Constant 1976 Prices (1) 1822.1 1970. 2304.9 
Population (thousands) (2) 1196.0 1214. 1232.0 
GDP Per Capita (1) (2) 1800.8 2069, 2591.2 
Labor Force (thousands) 123 104 115 
Private Consumption (1) 786.0 832. 925.6 
Investment (private & public) (1) 788.8 TIS: 902.4 


BALANCE OF PAYMENTS AND TRADE 

Exports (1) 1181. 
Exports to U.S. (1) 204. 
Imports (1) 332. 
Imports to U.S. (1) 32: 
Balance of Trade (1) 649, 
Balance of Goods & Services (1) 145. 
Balance on Current Account (1) 98. 
Capital Account Balance (1) -44, 
Balance of Payments (1) 7s 
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MONEY AND PRICES 

Money and Quasi Money 

Money and Quasi Money (% GDP) 

Disbursed and External Debt (year end) 
Foreign Exchange Reserves (year end) 
Debt Service (annual) 

Retail Price Index (1972 equals 100) 
Wholesale Price Index (1966 equals 100) 
Interest Rate (%) 
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GOVERNMENT ACCOUNTS 

Capital Expenditures 323. 299. 349. 16 
Current Expenditures 439. 320), 587. 12 
Current Revenue 905. 951. 1275. 28 
Operating Budget 317. 332% 406, 15 
Development Budget 323. 333. 368. 10 


MAJOR EXPORTS 

Petroleum 724.6 

Manganese (1) 91.6 

Uranium 84.8 99.9 94. 
Tropical Wood 80.8 101.9 6 


1434.2 1636.6 14 
116.0 112.0 -3 
2 -5 
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33 


NOTES: Gabonese data have been converted at 250 CFA = USSi for all years. 
(1) Estimate for 1980. (2) Revised figures based on official census released 
in 1981. 





SUMMARY 


Gabon's overall economic performance continued its moderate upward movement 
in 1980, fueled by sharply rising petroleum revenues and a general upswing 
in industry, transport, retail sales,and other services. Nominal GDP in- 
creased by 27 percent while inflation stood at 12 percent. Gabon's balance 
of trade showed a $1.5 billion surplus in 1980. Government finances im- 
proved significantly; outstanding debt was reduced substantially. Public 
investment increased by 26 percent, and employment and salaries were up. 

On the negative side, the value of manganese and uranium exports declined, 
petroleum production was down again for the fourth year in a row, and pro- 
duction in the forestry sector dropped off sharply at the end of 1980. 


Overall economic growth is expected to continue through 1981 and into 1982, 
although a soft international petroleum market is likely to lead to a 
slackened rate of nominal GDP growth in 1982. Substantial government in- 
vestment spending in 1981 and 1982 should result in continued expansion of 
the building and public works sector and growth in industry, transportation 
and certain other service sectors. New private investment flows will con- 
tinue to be concentrated in the petroleum sector. 


American firms exporting construction and petroleum equipment will continue 
to find good markets in Gabon. Prospects for increased sales of consumer 
goods and agricultural products also exist. With respect to major projects, 
construction work on the Transgabon Railroad will continue, as will develop- 
ment of the country's road system. Furthermore, the government plans to 
construct a minerals port and a new international airport in Libreville. 
These projects will offer markets for equipment as well as for design and 
construction work. Firms interested in these projects should begin making 
contacts now. American investment in Gabon, which currently totals about 
$200 million (almost all in the manganese and oil sectors), is strongly en- 
couraged by Gabonese authorities in all areas. 


American companies wishing to do business in Gabon should be aware that 
their chances will be greatly improved if their representatives speak French 
and if their business correspondence and promotional materials are in French. 


CURRENT ECONOMIC SITUATION AND TRENDS 


1980 ECONOMIC PERFORMANCE: Economic resurgence, which began in 1979, continued 
throughout 1980 and on into 1981. Nominal GDP increased by 27 percent during 
1980, reaching $3.2 billion (250 CFA = USS1). At $2,591, Gabon's per capita 
income is among the highest in Africa, although new, higher census figures 

have reduced it substantially from previously published levels. Not all sec- 
tors of the economy grew equally in 1980. Dramatically higher petroleum 
prices ($31.08 per barrel in 1980 compared to $18.88 in 1979) pushed petroleum 
revenues up, and petroleum alone accounted for 71 percent of the increase in 
nominal GDP. Other sectors which showed significant growth rates were trans- 
port (24 percent), industry (22 percent), retail sales (19 percent), and other 
services including banking, real estate, medical, insurance, and advertising 
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(24 percent). The mining sector's contribution to GDP declined by 12 percent 
in nominal terms during 1980, and agriculture, forestry, and building and 
public works grew less rapidly than the rate of inflation, which stood at 

12 percent. * 


In 1980, petroleum accounted for 50 percent of GDP, up from 44 percent in 
1979, in spite of the fact that production declined by almost one million 
tons due to the depletion of wells. Administration (government) contributed 
the next highest amount to GDP (seven percent), followed by building and 
public works (six percent). The mines, industrial, agricultural and forestry 
sectors contributed five, five, four, amd one percent, respectively, to over- 
all GDP. 


In 1980, government investment increased by 26 percent to $410 million. 
Private investment rose by eight percent to $492 million. The biggest part 
of government investment went into transportation and agricultural projects 
while private investment continued to be concentrated in the petroleum sector. 
Public consumption was up for the first time (15 percent in nominal terms) 
since 1978, and private consumption increased by 11 percent. After two years 
of decline, the number of salaried workers increased by 10 percent over the 
previous year and stood at 114,924 at the end of 1980, still considerably 
below the level attained in 1977 (137,959). Public sector employment was up 
by only two percent while employment in the private sector increased by 12 
percent, mainly in the forestry and construction areas. Unemployment was 
negligible among Gabonese looking for work, and the labor force included a 
significant number of expatriates (both African and European). 


In 1980, the minimum wage was raised from 30,000 CFA ($120) to 40,000 CFA 
($160) per month; government employees were given raises averaging 31 per- 
cent; salaries in the petroleum sector increased by 32 percent; and wages 

in the forestry sector were up by 30 percent over 1979. According to figures 
compiled by the Chamber of Commerce, the average monthly salary for a Gabonese 
laborer is $180. A heavy equipment operator earns $400 per month while a 
crew chief receives $800 and a bilingual secretary $1000 per month. European 
expatriates earn considerably more with $2000 being the minimum. Employers 
are also required to contribute an additional 22.6 percent of base salary 

for retirement, health care, disability insurance, etc. The work week is 

40 hours in industry and the service sector and 48 hours for agricultural 

and forestry workers. Vacation time is accumulated at the rate of two days 
per month, and overtime pay is based on the number of extra hours worked. 


Preliminary figures for 1980 indicate that Gabon's balance of trade was in 
surplus by $1.5 billion. The value of imports increased by 21 percent; how- 
ever, the value of exports increased even more rapidly (37 percent). Gabon's 
overall balance of payments showed a surplus of $52.8 million -- the current 
account for 1980 was in surplus by $537.6 million while the capital account 


had a negative balance of $484.8 million. 


Budgetary receipts during 1980 reached $1.3 billion (56 percent from petroleum 
revenues), and operating and investment expenditures stood at $775 million. 


*Banking officials and government economic experts tend to 
place the 1980 inflation rate at about 12 percent. Retail and 
wholesale price indices,which reflect rates of 9 percent and 
16 percent, cover only a limited number of items and do not 
provide an all encompassing measure of inflation. 
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Due to the continuation of Gabon's austerity program, outside borrowing 

was limited to $105.2 million earmarked for development projects and early 
repayment of other loans which were contracted on terms deemed to be un- 
favorable to Gabon. Approximately 39 percent of total budgetary expenditures 
were allocated for debt service and repayment. Outstanding foreign debt 

was reduced by 18 percent from $1.2 billion to $976 million in 1980. Total 
domestic debt stood at $453 million, and guaranteed debt was $95.6 million 

at the end of 1980. At the end of 1980, the money supply was $726 million, 
up 30 percent from $557 million in 1979. 


While the economy improved significantly in 1980, weaknesses were still 
evident in a number of sectors. The mining sector's contribution to GDP 
decreased by 12 percent due to a decline in world demand for uranium and 
Manganese. Uranium production declined slightly from 1,100 tons to 1,000 
tons metal content, and with lower prices the value of uranium exports fell 
from $10C million in 1979 to $94 million in 1980. Manganese production and 
the value of manganese exports also declined (from 2.3 million tons in 1979 
to 2.1 million tons in 1980, and from $116 million to $112 million). Al- 
though petroleum revenue was up, total production continued to decline, and 
in 1980, total output was only nine million tons compared with 9.8 million 
tons of one year earlier. The forestry sector showed a slight nominal in- 
crease for the year; however, by the end of 1980,demand had fallen off, and 
this, combined with increased competition from Asian woods, resulted in a 
strong downturn in production during the last quarter of 1980. Although 
activity in the building and public works sector increased, companies in 
this area were still operating at only approximately 60 percent capacity. 


FUTURE PROSPECTS: The economic growth of 1980 is projected to continue 
throughout 1981 although concrete figures on 1981 economic activity will 

not be available until well into 1982. According to official government 
estimates, GDP is expected to reach $3.8 billion in 1982, a nominal in- 
crease of 18 percent. Inflation is likely to rise to 15 percent due to a 
variety of factors, including continued inflation in the developed countries 
from which Gabon purchases most of its imports and to large increases in 
government investment expenditures. Petroleum will continue to play the 
predominant role in the economy for the foreseeable future in spite of sig- 
nificant declines in production. (The 1981 petroleum production will fall to 
around 7.6 million tons, down from nine million tons in 1980 and from a 
peak of 11.3 million tons in 1976.) 


At present, it is not possible to give a firm estimate of petroleum produc- 
tion for 1982. A number of discoveries have been made during recent years; 
however, it is uncertain if these will be brought on line by 1982 and whether 
they will be able to offset the continued depletion of Gabon's major pro- 
ducing fields. Optimistic projections indicate that production will sta- 
bilize between 7.5 and eight million tons in 1982, while more pessimistic 
projections foresee a continued decline in output. 


To date, declining petroleum production has had no significant effect on 
Gabon's revenues since production decreases have been more than offset by 
higher prices; however, should the petroleum market continue to weaken, 
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forcing Gabon to lower its prices, and/or should the dollar decrease sig- 
nificantly in value, Gabon could see a decline in petroleum revenues in 

1982. While this would cause some problems, it would not be disastrous 
unless prices declined dramatically. The country's Interim Plan for Economic 
and Social Development, 1980-82, anticipated that governmental revenues from 
petroleum would decline in 1982; consequently, it is likely that investment 
spending will continue at or near to projected rates and that debt repayment 
will also pose no major problem, although it is possible that the ambitious 
plans of early debt repayment may not be totally accomplished. 


Manganese output in 1981 will be far below the 1980 level, approaching only 
1.6 million tons (2.2 million in 1980). Unless overall world demand for 
manganese increases substantially, output in 1982 will also be depressed. 
Uranium output should remain close to 1,000 tons metal content per year 
during 1981 and 1982. Production in the forestry sector appears to be down 
significantly due to weak European demand and competition from lower priced 
Asian woods, and this sector is not expected to improve until the European 
economies improve. 


Increased government expenditures for development projects in 1981 and 1982 
will primarily effect the building and public works sector; however, they 
will also have a positive effect on the transport, services, and industrial 
sectors. Public investment is expected to reach $560 million in 1981 and 
$648 million in 1982. The focus will continue to be on the construction of 
the Transgabon Railroad ($157 million in 1981) and other transportation in- 
frastructure projects (roads, airports, ports, etc.). These transportation 
projects will take 51 percent ($275 million) of the investment budget in 
1981 and 55 percent in 1982. The remaining investments in 1982 are to be 
directed into agriculture, forestry, fishing (11 percent), urban develop- 
ment (seven percent), electricity and water systems (six percent), educa- 
tion and public health (five percent), industrial and mineral development 
(four percent), and miscellaneous projects (12 percent). It is estimated 
that increases in the public works sector will result in an additional 

$40 million in wage payments. 


Private investment is projected to reach $776 million in 1981 and $928 
million in 1982. Most private investment will occur in the petroleum sec- 
tor; however, investment in agro-industrial, fishing, mining, and textile 
projects is also expected to increase. 


Demand should increase for consumer goods of all types as the economy con- 
tinues to pick up and as employment increases. Total consumption is pro- 
jected to reach $1.6 billion in 1981 and $1.9 billion in 1982, compared 
with $1.3 billion in 1980. The balance of trade for 1981 and "1982 will 
almost certainly remain positive, , but the surplus may not be as large as 


in 1980 due to declining petroleum output and weaker petroleum prices. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR THE UNITED STATES 


EXPORT OPPORTUNITIES AND MAJOR PROJECTS: Relations between the United 
States and Gabon have been and continue to be excellent. In 1979, the 
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most recent year for which complete figures are ayailable, the United States 
imported $293 million worth of Gabonese products (19 percent of total Gabonese 
exports). Petroleum accounted for 97 percent of U.S. imports from Gabon, man- 
ganese for two percent and a wide variety of products for the remaining one 
percent. France was Gabon's major customer during this period, taking 26 per- 
cent of Gabon's exports ($406 million). In 1980, France was the major exporter 
to Gabon ($332 million, 60 percent of total), followed by the United States 
($53 million, nine percent). Equipment related to the oil industry made up the 
major part of exports from the United States to Gabon, followed by construction 
equipment and metal manufactures. 


The current level of American exports to Gabon has been and continues to be 
limited by several factors. First, with its small population Gabon remains a 
relatively small market by U.S. standards. Second, traditional French dom- 
inance has made it difficult for other firms to break into the Gabonese market. 
Third, internal transportation problems make it difficult to reach markets be- 
yond the capital city, Libreville. Fourth, surface transportation between the 
United States and Gabon poses problems, since few ships from the United States 
call on Gabonese ports. Fifth, relatively few American businesspeople visit 
Gabon. 


In spite of these problems, there is real market potential, especially given 
Gabon's high per capita income. Américan firms which have been most success- 
ful in the past are those which have undertaken on-the-spot visits by French 
speaking representatives who are willing to return often enough to develop 
essential personal contacts. Finding local representatives and continuing 


a good working relationship with them are often the key to future sales. 

The chances of firms bidding on major projects will be improved if they can 
help provide financing on favorable terms. The availability of Eximbank 
financing and the involvement of American banks in Gabon should prove help- 
ful. Import licenses, when required, are routinely granted, and there is no 
discrimination against American products by customs laws or other regulations. 


The market position of U.S. products in petroleum, mining, forestry, and con- 
struction equipment has traditionally been good, and it remains so, although 
near-term opportunities for additional sales in the forestry and mining sec- 
tors appear to be limited at this time, given the downturn in these areas. 
Construction equipment currently being used on the Transgabon Railroad project 
is largely American made, and much of it will have to be replaced in the near 
future. Large investments in the petroleum area will continue to provide 

Oppor- 
tunities should develop for the sale of agricultural equipment and fertilizer, 
since Gabon's Interim Plan emphasizes the development of Agro-Industrial com- 
plexes. (Gabon's current agricultural sector is very small.) American con- 
sumer items of various types have been well received by the Gabonese public, 
but further efforts by U.S. exporters and their representatives will be neces- 
sary to broaden this market. Opportunities exist for expanded sales of 
American farm products, since a very large portion of Gabon's food is im- 
ported. Products in this area that should do well include long grain rice, 
tobacco, canned foods (meat, fruit juices, vegetables, soft drinks and beer), 
cereals and snack foods. 
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Gabon's major projects also provide a market for American exports as well as 
opportunities for American construction firms and consulting services. The 
Transgabon Railroad will continue to be the major project in Gabon until its 
completion, which is scheduled in 1986. Bidding for the second section of 
the railroad is underway by companies which have already been prequalified. 
(No American firm will take part in the bidding.) As work progresses, there 
may be opportunities for the sale of locomotives and other rolling stock as 
well as for signalization systems. 


Recently, a decision was made to go ahead with the construction of a new 
airport for Libreville, and a site was chosen. Preliminary clearing is due 
to begin in the near future; although bids for the design and construction 
work are still some time off, now is the time for American firms to begin 
making contacts if they are interested in this project. Markets for con- 
sulting services, navigational aids and other airport equipment will develop 
as the project progresses. A contract for long-range radar has already been 
let. 


Other projects in the planning stage include the construction of major high- 
ways between Libreville and Franceville and between Libreville and Yaounde, 
Cameroon. The Interim Plan also contains numerous road construction projects 
associated with the Transgabon Railroad. Furthermore, a decision will be 
made shortly on the location of a minerals port, which will be used to evac- 
uate Gabon's manganese and iron ore. Design and construction work will have 
to begin shortly if the port is to be ready by the time the railroad is 
scheduled to reach the manganese mines (in 1985 or 1986). 


INVESTMENT OPPORTUNITIES: Gabon openly and strongly encourages outside in- 
vestors in all areas and, in recent years, special emphasis has been placed 
on encouraging Americans to invest in Gabon. To this end, the President of 
Gabon has engaged the services of an American advisor; studies on investment 
possibilities in the agricultural and forestry sectors have been completed by 
the United States Department of Agriculture and by the U.S. Corps of Engineers 
at the request of the Gabonese Government; and in the near future, Gabon will 
open a branch of its Foreign Trade Center in New York with the mission of en- 
couraging American investment in Gabon. American investment in Gabon cur- 
rently stands at approximately $200 million, concentrated in the petroleum 
and mining areas. The Gabonese investment code requires that at least 10 
percent of the capital in new companies be held by the Gabonese Government. 
Investment is especially sought after in the areas of manufacturing (glass, 
matches, processing of pharmaceuticals, paper pulp, light bulbs), minerals 
research and developing (petroleum, uranium, talc, iron ore, barite), ag- 
riculture (ranching, rice and peanut cultivation), forestry (in areas to 

be opened up by the construction of the Transgabon Railroad), and in fishing. 
As a member of the Central African Customs and Economic Union (UDEAC), 
products produced in Gabon can be sold in Cameroon, the Congo, and Central 
African Republic free of customs duties. 





